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it is conflict, and not peace, that makes it into history books and on  
the front page of newspapers. While it is extremely tempting to oversimplify 
human history to include only violence and war, it is essential to note that 
this is not the only version of past events that exists. There have been days, 
even years, when people have lived in peace with each-other. There have 
been entire groups of people who have been uninvolved in wars. 

The Jewish Museum of the Palestinian Experience was founded to help 
provide a more complete, more balanced, understanding of the conflict 
in the Holy Land. The events of 2020, from the Coronavirus pandemic to 
the reinvigoration of the Black Lives Matter movement, have brought our 
society’s need to self-assess to the fore. What exactly is peace and how can 
societies across the globe work together to make it a reality—for everyone? 
This issue of the magazine looks at exactly this by translating the ideal 
of peace to the persisting state of events in Israel/Palestine. Was peaceful 
coexistence a thing of the past in the region or is it still a real possibility?

The museum focuses primarily on material from Jewish and Israeli sources. 
Palestinian sources are valuable, too, particularly for understanding 
Palestinian perspectives. The recently opened Museum of the Palestinian 
People can provide that perspective. Hopefully, a better understanding will 
lead to what we all truly desire: peace, security and justice for all the people 
living in Israel/Palestine, for both Jewish and non-Jewish families alike.
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israel/palestine was a (peaceful) home for persons of various 
faiths for centuries. Many people are surprised to learn this since news headlines 
seem to focus solely on political and religious tensions in the region. One is made 
to believe that it is impossible for multiculturalism to exist in the region even 
though this is far from the truth. Footage of Palestine from 1896 by the Lumiere 
Brothers shows a veiled woman, an Orthodox Jew, and an Armenian Pope going 
about their day without a trace of any underlying religious tensions. Perhaps it 
is the image of a man in a Turkish tarboosh praying in Hebrew (although “his 
everyday language is Arabic”) that exemplifies the extent of this pluralism.

While Jewish presence in the Holy Land, and the community’s religious ties to it, 
should not be doubted, one cannot simply deny the existence of the hundreds of 

thousands of Palestinian Muslims and Palestinian Christians who had been living 
alongside Palestinian Jews for centuries. If Jews in the twentieth century were, in 
fact, returning to empty land, how is that over 700,000 non-Jews suddenly found

themselves becoming refugees in a land they once called “home?”

PICTURED: A Palestinian child and an

Israeli solider stand in front of the Israeli wall.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1vaIK8wlAl0
http://promisedlandmuseum.org/peaceful-palestine/


Antisemitism in Europe, which culminated in the 
Holocaust, has taught the Jews that it is wrong not 
only to mistreat Jews, but to mistreat any person. 
The Balfour Declaration supporting a homeland 
for Jewish people in Palestine also noted something 
which goes in line with our (universal) moral values. 
It stated that “nothing shall be done which may 
prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing 
non-Jewish communities.”

Today Israel/Palestine is one of the most contentious 
regions in the world—with the question of whether 
to recognize Palestine as a sovereign entity being 
a pressing question for national leaders across the 
globe. According to Jerusalem based non-profit 
B’tselem, 130 Israelis were killed by Palestinians in 
the occupied territories between January 2009 and 
June 2020. On the other hand, 3557 Palestinians  
have been killed in the occupied territories by either 
Israeli forces or Israeli civilians during the same 
time period. Other than this, Israeli forces have also 
imprisoned over 800,000 Palestinians since the  
Six-Day War in 1967. 

w

PICTURED: Old City Jerusalem, Israel

          CONCLUDING SUMMARY

The masses across the globe desire peace. 
Whether it be in Israel/Palestine, South 
Africa, or the U.S., people suffer as a result 
of conflict and war. All “sides” want, and 
deserve, to live a life in which they have 
access to equal opportunities and access at 
a life of their choosing without the heavy 
hand of politics, religion, or race guiding 
every aspect of their daily lives. The Jews 
and Palestinians of Israel/Palestine desire 
peace, the Blacks and Whites of South Africa 
continue their search for justice almost two 
decades after the abolition of apartheid, and 
different races in the United States continue 
to fight for a world where everyone has a fair 
shot at the American Dream. 
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Until 1917, persons of multiple religions cohabited 
peacefully in Palestine. Israeli-Jewish historian 
Benny Morris, in his book Righteous Victims, notes 
that interfaith violence was rare with only thirteen 
Jewish deaths having taken place between 1881 and 
1908 at the hands of Palestinian Muslims (with all 
but four of these being related to criminal acts and 
not religion). Identities did not necessitate being 
mutually exclusive. Multiple cultures, in fact, were 
so intertwined, that it was difficult to distinguish 
between a “Jew” and an “Arab”—Palestinian Jews 
were, after all, also Arabs. 

Many proponents of Jews returning to the Promised 
Land believe that Israel was a virtually uninhabited 
land in which Jewish immigrants could settle without 
prejudice to anybody’s interests. It was the Jews 
who “made the desert bloom.” However, to claim 
that Israel/Palestine is “a land without a people for 
a people without a land” discounts the hundreds 
of thousand people of multiple faiths living in the 
region. Latin maps dating back to 1759 and 1782 
describe the villages, towns, cities, and borders of 
Palestina—most definitely not something that would 
have been possible had the land been uninhabited. 
The 1922 census* by the League of Nations— 

PICTURED:
Four Israeli soldiers 
overlooking a hill 
near Gush Etzion.

probably the first ever taken in Palestine on a 
scientific basis—found that of the 757, 182 residents 
living in Palestine, 78 percent were Muslim, 9.6 
percent Christian, and 1 percent Druze. And while 
Jews made up half the population of Jerusalem, they 
only comprised for 11 percent of the total population 
of Palestine. 

Due to antisemitic sentiments in Europe, tens 
thousands of Jews left there homes in Europe and the 
U.S. to return to the “Promised Land.” Between 1882 
and 1939, some 375,000 Jewish immigrants from 
across the world made their way to Palestine. Further, 
following the first World War and the collapse 
of the Ottoman Empire as a result, the League of 
Nations entrusted Britain with the responsibility of 
establishing a Jewish national homeland in Palestine. 

According to the World Zionist Organization of 1897, 
“the aim of Zionism is to create for the Jewish people 
a home in Palestina secured by public law.” There was 
never any implication of expelling other families from 
their homes in order to achieve this. The Jewish 
perspective, rooted in Jewish values, is to treat your 
neighbor as you’d want to be treated. This perspective 
has been shaped by centuries of oppression.  

*Alan George. “Making The Desert Bloom: A Myth Examined”. 2016.
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https://www.btselem.org/statistics/fatalities/after-cast-lead/by-date-of-event
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20664248.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ac1eece812968f13ffce36e3659b7c411


C
U

R
R

E
N

C
Y

FA L L  2 0 2 0     9

People in different groups often misjudge the motivations 
of others. This phenomenon is seen in Israel/Palestine 
along with many other conflicts throughout the world.  
In this section, we illustrate this common cause of struggle 
via various current events.

misunderstanding, which often underlies conflict, is often 
a result of clashing perspectives. The Black Lives Matter (BLM) 
movement is an excellent example of how same reasoning but 
different perspectives can lead to opposition.

On one side of the BLM movement, there are people devoted to 
equal treatment and justice for all protesting police brutality. These 
protesters are appalled by the reports of police mistreatment against 
Black Americans and are fighting for equality and an end to systemic 
racism. While a majority of this section does not believe that violence 
is the answer, they do understand the frustration that leads to violent 
protests: people are desperate for change.

These BLM protesters may view people who are 
against their protests as racists.

Who’s on Truth’s Side:  
No One or Everyone?

TO P I C

All Lives Matter
supporters

“They are racist.” All Lives Matter
supporters

Black Lives Matter
supporters

“We support equality
and justice.”

Black Lives Matter
supporters

“They are racist.”

 

From each perspective, it’s easy to view 
the other as morally bankrupt. However, 
if we choose to view the situation from an 
objective vantage point, we will find that 
each side shares the same desire to achieve 
a safe, just and equal society. 

What Black Lives Matter  
supporters think about...

What All Lives Matter  
supporters think about...

“We support equality
and justice.”

On the other side, there are people who 
are also devoted to equal treatment and 
justice supporting the police. They believe 
the police help protect Blacks and other 
vulnerable populations from violence, 
including violence among the BLM protests. 
Supporters of the police are also appalled by 
the reports of police mistreatment of Black 
Americans and think the police officers 
who committed those acts should be dealt 
with appropriately, but they do not support 
defunding the police.  

Supporters of the police may 
view people who seek  
to defund the police as 
uncaring anarchists.

PICTURED: A protester fighting for equality 
at a BLM protest in Baltimore, MD.

WHAT CAN I DO?

8       P R O M I S E D  L A N D  M U S E U M  M A G A Z I N E



 
 

C
LO

SI
N

G
 T

H
O

U
G

H
TS

A Tale of Two Hilltops
Mark Davidson

Rev. J. Mark Davidson,  
Pastor Emeritus, Church of 
Reconciliation, Chapel Hill, NC and 
Executive Director of Voices for 
Justice in Palestine

ABOUT THIS  PUBLICATION 

This magazine has been developed by the  
Promised Land Museum a project of  
The Coalition for Peace with Justice.

The Promised Land Museum was founded 
to provide a Jewish Perspective on the Israel/
Palestine conflict. This perspective is rooted  

in Jewish values, to treat our neighbor as  
we would want to be treated.

The mission of the Coalition for Peace with Justice 
(CPWJ) is to work for a just and sustainable peace 
in Israel-Palestine. We educate the public, advocate 

for change based on equal rights, and directly 
support peace builders in Israel-Palestine.

If you are interested in contributing to a future 
issue, visit us on social media or contact us via 

email at info@promisedlandmuseum.org.

They traded with their 
Jewish neighbors, 

opened their homes to 
each other, and shared 
religious and cultural 
traditions, including 
sabbath celebrations.

I     visited the West Bank in the winter of 2013 with 
Friends of Sabeel North America to learn more 
about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. I grew up in 

Lebanon, the son of Presbyterian teaching missionaries, 
and had traveled widely throughout the region, but this 
was my first time to visit Palestine.  

One of the unforgettable images from the trip was the 
Palestinian village of Wadi Fukin. Nestled in a narrow, 
spring-fed valley, there are two prominent hills on each 
side of the valley. When the Palestinians of Wadi Fukin 
tell the story of their relationship with their Jewish 

neighbors, which spans a 
century, they tell a tale of 
these two hilltops.

On one hilltop is Beitar 
Illit, an illegal Israeli colony 
constructed on stolen 
Palestinian land outside the 
Green Line. Beitar Illit is 
a segregated, Israeli-only, 
imposing fortress housing 
over 50,000 Ultra-Orthodox 
Jews. This heavily guarded 
“Haredi” city, founded in 
the 1990s, is one of the 
fastest growing “settlements” 
with one of the highest 
birth rates. Construction is 
always expanding, and the 

settlement is creeping down the hillside, chewing up 
more and more Palestinian land. There is no normal 
human interchange between the people of Beitar Illit 
and Wadi Fukin. 

Beiter Illit does, however, make a regular contribution 
to the community of Wadi Fukin. It dumps its raw 
sewage onto Palestinian land surrounding Wadi  
Fukin. From a Palestinian perspective, Beitar Illit 
epitomizes Israel’s toxic and oppressive presence in 
historic Palestine.

The other hilltop tells a very different story. In the 
1920s, a small grouping of Jewish families emigrated 
from Eastern Europe, purchased land and built homes 
on the hilltop. The mayor of Wadi Fukin described  
them as their trusted neighbors and friends.  

They traded with their Jewish neighbors, opened their 
homes to each other, and shared religious and cultural 
traditions, including sabbath celebrations, Id-al-Fitr and 
Christmas feasts. He described with wistful fondness a 
multi-ethnic, interfaith community of mutual benefit 
that developed quite naturally and yielded the fruit the 
prophet Micah had envisioned: “They shall sit under 
their own vines and under their own fig trees, and no 
one shall make them afraid.” This peaceful co-existence 
lasted for over 20 years, until the massive disruption 
of the Nakba (1947-1948), Israel’s forced expulsion of 
750,000 Palestinians from their homes. Wadi Fukin was 
dynamited by the Israel military during the Arab-Israeli 
War in 1948.

Notably, the European Jews on the other hilltop had not 
come with dreams of conquest and domination, but of 
peace and cooperation. Clearly, the ultra-Orthodox Jews 
of Beitar Illit are to this day driven by very different 
dreams. The Zionist “settler-colonialist” paradigm, 
which has long dominated Israeli politics, results in the 
confiscation of Palestinian land for Israel, with scant 
regard for the humanity and the rights of Palestinian 
families. Beitar Illit, and the dozens of other illegal 
settlements on stolen Palestinian land, could not exist 
without Israeli governmental support, lavish American 
military aid and diplomatic shielding at the UN, and the 
ideological and financial support of Christian Zionists 
in the United States.

In current political discourse, there is renewed interest 
in “a one-state solution,” a bi-national democracy 
between the River and the Sea, with freedom, security, 
and equal rights for all its citizens. Wadi Fukin, and its 
story of peaceful relations with its Jewish neighbors on 
“the other hilltop”, is evidence that such cooperative 
experiments are indeed feasible and sustainable. 
Palestine’s rich cosmopolitan history is replete with 
many more such examples. Perhaps what we are 
witnessing is history bringing us back around to that 
other hilltop and the alternative possibilities contained 
in that earlier dream.

10        P R O M I S E D  L A N D  M U S E U M  M A G A Z I N E FA L L  2 0 2 0      11



#

PromisedLandMuseum.org

For more information or to share this message of peace 

with your community, contact the Coalition for Peace with Justice, 

PO Box 2081, Chapel Hill, NC 27515 

919-914-9881  /  cpwj.contact@gmail.com

@promisedlandmuseum

@LandMuseum

@Promised Land

https://www.facebook.com/promisedlandmuseum/
https://twitter.com/LandMuseum
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCtapNhyTJcnle1Kx7YNDQbw
http://promisedlandmuseum.org/



